Abstract: The story of Hannah Duston brings forth a new image of the captive Puritan woman, one that is bearing the horrifying specter of violent revenge. The essay dwells on the captive's way of dealing with the experience of captivity by touching upon Walter Benjamin's approach on the matter and also by analyzing the moral paradox that arises.
Introduction
The Indian captivity narrative, a genre directly connected with physical as well as psychological violence, has been viewed by critics as a staple of the American letters covering a multitude of purposes, connected to religion and implicitly to morality, politics, and sentimental literature. It is undoubtedly an archetypal expression of the American values and attitudes as its transformation closely followed that of the New World -in the 17 th and 18 th centuries the colonists' religious mission and their utter fear of failure, the 18 th and 19 th centuries with the shift from religious to secular utopia and finally the 19 th century and the birth of the sensationalist fiction (Reinwater 2003:566) .
Interestingly enough, this type of texts was mainly written by women and/or presented a woman victim while encountering a wilderness both physically 289 and spiritually. The model that they generally followed was that given by the movement from sin to redemption of the spiritual autobiography and the jeremiad. A Puritan woman was taken from her familiar context and brought to the unknown land beyond the frontier, into the so-called "devil's territory". In such a situation the captive waited for God's intervention by placing all trust and hope in a just and merciful divinity being aware of the fact that this would help passing the most important test in order to reach the certitude of being one of the elect. Christian saved by God's infinite power.
Hannah Duston's Story

Morality on the Frontier
The story has been retold many times, since its entrance into …and being where she had not her own life secured by any law unto her, she thought she was not forbidden by any law to take away the life of the murderers by whom her child had been butchered. (Mather 1820:552) .
In other words, she is situated outside the laws of her community; the wilderness accounts for a lawless land not in the sense that it is anti-law, Mather compares Hannah to Jael, an Old-Testament woman. In the biblical story, before Jael appears, there is a prophecy stating that God was going to use a woman in order to defeat the enemies of Israel. The Book of Judges, chapter 24 gives the following account: "But Jael wife of Heber took a tent peg, and took a hammer in her hand, and went softly to him and drove the peg into his temple, until it went down into the ground he was lying fast asleep from weariness and he died." (Judges 4:21) While using the same biblical tone, Mather offers a similar image: "at the feet of these poor prisoners, they bow'd, they fell, they lay down; at their feet they bow'd, they fell; where they bow'd, there they fell down dead." (Mather 1820:551) Seen through the lenses of the typological thinking specific to the Puritan community, Hannah is the avenger of the whole people of the so-called "visible saints". Hence, her act as exponent of the natural law is a just one and violence is a natural means for reaching highly moral ends.
Returning to the Biblical character Jael, it is worth mentioning that she is depicted as an independent women; she takes the decision without her husband's consent and against his wishes. We have here again the case of reverted moral rules with the aim of accomplishing a sacred deed.
Moreover, Hannah's story is included in The Seventh Book of Magnalia
Christi Americana (Mather 1820) , which is entitled "Ecclesiarum Praelia"
or "a book of the wars of the Lord". Hannah Duston is, then, one of God's warriors on earth. Violence is justified by this special status, by textual authority and by clerical acceptance, and becomes worthy of generous reward.
As we have already mentioned, Cotton Mather insists on the law and his approach on the story becomes more understandable in the light of Duston's violent family history. As Ann-Marie Weis (1998:49) shows, in 296 1676, Hannah's father was fined for having cruelly beaten Hannah's younger sister Elizabeth Emerson, who was eleven years old at the time.
After seventeen years, the sister herself was accused of killing her newborn twins, illegitimate children delivered at home, without her parents' knowledge. She had hidden their bodies in a chest by her bed and later buried them in the garden. She claimed not to have hurt the infants, and it is possible that they were stillborn (one of them had its umbilical cord twisted about its neck). But the colonial laws had been revised in 1692 to make "concealing of the death of a bastard child" a capital crime (Weis 1998:49) .
Consequently, Elizabeth was tried by a jury and hanged on June 8, 1693.
Interestingly enough, one of the women who examined Elizabeth at the discovery of the dead babies was Mary Neff, the widow who four years later assisted Hannah in killing six Native American children.
Most of the variants of the story belong to the 19 th century when, it seems, readers' imagination was ignited especially by such narratives. That was because apparently, under the impetus of the romantic interest of the past, the New England people rediscovered their own colonial history and exploited it in novels and tales. Stories of captivity of the colonists had a wide appeal, not only because they were straight-forward and exciting, but because the ancestors of many New England men and women had been among the captives, as Katryn Whitford (1972:304) She has often said, that at this moment, all was darkness and horror -that her very heart seemed to cease beating, and to lie cold and dead in her bosom, and that her limbs moved only as involuntary machinery. But when she gazed around her and saw the unfeeling savages, grinning at her and mocking her, and pointing to the mangled body of her infant with fiendish exultation, a new and terrible feeling came over her. It was the thirst of revenge; and from that moment her purpose was fixed. (Whittier 1965:127) .
Worth mentioning though is the fact that the author feels the need to give first a description of the 19 th century woman as being delicate and sensible in order to establish a contrast with the strange fascination that Hannah Duston could exert. Unlike the feminine model endowed with the virtues of "meek affection, of fervent piety, of winning sympathy" and of that "charity which forgiveth often", there had been "astonishing manifestations of female fortitude and power… of a courage rising almost to sublimity" (Whittier 1965:125) , which Whittier sees as belonging to the realm of dark passions, a mark of the collective subconscious that could disturb human existence by being activated. This is however regarded as belonging to a twilight time, when superstitions were often appealed to and in the end the account seems to contain both feelings of admiration for such an amazing overthrowing of the natural order of the gender roles and the idea of the illo tempore long gone and not affecting the present anymore, as if a danger has been annihilated by reaching a new and superior level of existence.
Nathaniel Hawthorne instead, in an article published in 1836 in
American Magazine of Useful and Entertaining Knowledge, expresses his rejection directly, first by ironically justifying Thomas's leaving his wife alone while the Indians were approaching: "he had such knowledge of the good lady's character as afforded him a comfortable hope that she would hold her own, even in a contest with a whole tribe of Indians" (Hawthorne 1836:395) . Secondly, Hawthorne admits his preference for a Hannah who would have died on her way back than for the one being honored as a hero.
His words are rather harsh and angry:
Would that the bloody old hag had been drowned in crossing Contocook River, or that she had sunk over head and ears in a swamp, and been there buried, till summoned forth to confront her victims at the Day of Judgment; or that she had gone astray and been starved to death in the forest, and nothing ever seen of her again, save her skeleton, with the ten scalps twisted round it for a girdle! But, on the contrary, she and her companions came safe home, and received the bounty on the dead Indians. (Hawthorne 1836:397) the harshness of life in those time and the precious value of the Indian way of life that had been lost:
These are the only traces of man,-a fabulous wild man to us. On either side, the primeval forest stretches away uninterrupted to Canada, or to the "South Sea"; to the white man a drear and howling wilderness, but to the Indian a home, adapted to his nature, and cheerful as the smile of the Great Spirit. (Thoreau 2003:694) In such an existential formula, Hannah Duston's story is one of trespassing, and its consequence is the overthrowing of moral laws. Still, in
Thoreau's words, the reader finds Hannah and Mary as only having done something in order to preserve their lives and be believed by their community -the reward is not mentioned. The former captives are portrayed as overcome with fear and remorse, a more human image than that of the almost mythical figure presented before: "their clothes stained with blood, and their minds racked with alternate resolution and fear (…) they are thinking of the dead they have left" (Thoreau 2003:692) . Only subtly does Thoreau touch upon the unrighteousness of their deed: "Every withered leaf that winter has left seems to know their story, and in its rustling to repeat it and betray them." (Thoreau 2003:692) 
Conclusion
Had Hannah left a personal written account, we would have had a
clearer image of what and how she felt. Cotton Mather's text, written after having heard the words from the very mouth of the woman, and each subsequent variant bear signs of each author's subjective attitudes and are under the dictates of the community meanings at the time of their publishing. Still, the fact remains: violence was paid with violence, a 301 practice that has been perpetuated until the present days. No one would have expected a Puritan woman to react so harshly just as no one would expect people that voice their belief in peace and justice to act violently.
